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Executive Summary

Crisis stability—the probability that political tensions and low-level conflict will not 
erupt into a major war between India and Pakistan—is less certain in 2013 than at any time 
since their sequential nuclear weapons tests of 1998. India’s vast and growing spending on 
large conventional military forces, at least in part as a means to dissuade Pakistan’s tolerance 
of (or support for) insurgent and terrorist activity against India, coupled with Pakistan’s post-
2006 accelerated pursuit of tactical nuclear weapons as a means to offset this Indian initiative, 
have greatly increased the risk of a future Indo-Pakistani military clash or terrorist incident 
escalating to nuclear exchange.1 America’s limited abilities to prevent the escalation of an 
Indo-Pakistani crisis toward major war are best served by continuing a significant military 
and political presence in Afghanistan and diplomatic and military-to-military dialogue with 
Pakistan well beyond 2014.

Iranian acquisition of a nuclear weapons capability will not directly affect the ongoing 
erosion of crisis stability in South Asian. However, a declared or a declared and tested nuclear 
Iranian weapons capability almost certainly will inspire Saudi Arabia’s acquisition of its own 
nuclear deterrent and involve Pakistan. If American efforts to halt Iran or to extend acceptable 
deterrence to Riyadh fail, then Washington must accept that Islamabad will transfer some form 
of nuclear weapons capability to Saudi Arabia as part of the Kingdom’s pursuit of an autono-
mous nuclear deterrent versus Tehran. Washington’s best policy option is to maintain sufficient 
diplomatic and military relevance in Islamabad and Riyadh to limit transfer impact upon Is-
rael’s threat calculus and to constrain Gulf-wide proliferation that could excite Indian fears for 
its nuclear deterrent in a manner that stokes a presently dormant nuclear arms race between 
India and China.
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Introduction

Since the mid-1970s, and especially since 1998, volumes have been written about nuclear 
weapons proliferation in Pakistan and India and the impact of this proliferation on stability 
and security on the Subcontinent.2 Other literature has focused on the manner in which deci-
sions about strategic force structures in Pakistan, India, China and the United States connect 
to one another in discrete nuclear proliferation chains, driving decisions that impact an inter-
connected set of paired security dilemmas (Pakistan-India and India-China, India-China and 
China-U.S.).3 Over the past decade, a legion of authors and commentators have made consider-
able speculation about the security risks from Iran’s nuclear program and the risks that program 
poses for crisis stability and nuclear weapons incentives in the Persian Gulf and between Iran 
and its Arab neighbors.4

This monograph aims to update and integrate these three areas of analysis. It updates the 
status of nuclear weapons proliferation and crisis stability on the Subcontinent as of early 2013. 
It also explores the relationship between Iran’s nuclear development trajectory and pathways, dis-
cussing the interplay of Saudi Arabia and Pakistan in the context of possible responses to Iran’s 
nuclear program endstate. It then discusses the most likely security impacts from Saudi-Pakistan 
interaction on nuclear weapons collaboration for South Asian nuclear stability and proliferation 
dynamics. Finally, it discusses the implications for American policymakers desiring to counteract 
the worst-case possibilities foretold by these interactions: spiraling Indo-Pakistani military crises 
and escalating arms races between India, China, and Pakistan on the Subcontinent.

India and Pakistan: The Dominant Nuclear and Security Realities
There are three classic formulations of stability in relation to nuclear weapons and the 

propensity for war. The first, “first strike” stability (or “deterrence” stability), is defined as the 
presence of an assured second strike capability for each nuclear-armed party in a confronta-
tion such that each fears unacceptable retaliatory damage should a nuclear exchange occur.5 
“Crisis stability” is defined as a condition in which neither side fears initiation of an armed 
clash—nuclear, conventional, or subconventional (including a preemptive strike against nu-
clear assets)—in the event of an interstate political crisis either because of the presence of 
a comprehensive first strike defense or other impracticability. Finally, “arms race” stability 
accrues when neither side has concerns that its adversaries might build weapons that under-
mine stability by achieving a technological breakthrough or a clandestine build-up of force 
that produces decisive battlefield advantage.6
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Historically, the debate about nuclear weapons and stability on the Subcontinent has cen-
tered on the notion of “crisis stability”—the incentives for either side to strike a first blow with 
its array of forces: nuclear, conventional, or irregular militias and terrorists. Secondarily, it has 
focused on the topic of “arms race” stability.

From 1999 to 2010, two distinct viewpoints developed about the relationship between 
nuclear weapons proliferation and crisis stability between the historic South Asian antagonists.7 
An “optimist” perspective asserted that nuclear proliferation had reduced the threat of con-
ventional conflict and major war. The “pessimist” position contended that the proliferation of 
nuclear weapons had increased the frequency of low-intensity, but significant, armed clashes 
mainly instigated by the activities of militia forces and terrorists and that these subconventional 
clashes increased the risk of escalation to major conventional warfare and nuclear war.8

Pessimists believed that the presence of nuclear weapons did briefly erode crisis stability 
at the conventional level of conflict. Citing the summer 1999 Kargil crisis—the first military 
stand-off between Indian and Pakistan subsequent to their 1998 nuclear weapons tests—pes-
simists argued that the Pakistani military was emboldened by its perceived nuclear symmetry 
with India. This led then–Pakistani Army Chief of Staff General Pervez Musharraf to initi-
ate a conventional attack near Kargil in Jammu-Kashmir in the belief that India dared not 
escalate conventionally given the Pakistani nuclear deterrent. While this gambit failed due 
to political intervention,9 pessimists more generally contended that the record demonstrated 
that Pakistan chose an anti-India policy of increasing the frequency of low-intensity conflict, 
particularly that incited by insurgents and terrorists in Jammu-Kashmir and across India, 
both before and after the May 1998 nuclear weapons tests, in the belief that India dared not 
retaliate due to the Pakistani bomb.10

Using canonical Cold War nuclear deterrence logic, a second viewpoint countered that 
the presence of nuclear weapons on the Subcontinent actually enhanced crisis stability by dis-
couraging risk-taking between conventional military forces. Scholars such as Sumit Ganguly 
and Brahma Chellaney, applying the nuclear deterrence logic of Kenneth Waltz, assert that the 
perceived presence of a secure nuclear second strike capability did deter India and Pakistan 
from engaging in martial conflict.11 According to this line of reasoning, the 1999 Kargil incident 
was an exception that proved the rule. Kargil occurred during a period of temporary nuclear 
weapons use risk when neither side was certain of the other’s ability to deliver a retaliatory 
nuclear strike. This interim period ended by the time of the 2001–2002 Indo-Pakistan crisis, 
which began with a terrorist attack on the Indian Parliament by a Pakistan-based Islamic radical 
group in December 2001.12 
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Quantitative analysis generated by S. Paul Kapur and others from mid-2000s research 
demonstrated that while some aspects of the optimist position have merit, the specific charac-
teristics of the Indo-Pakistan rivalry display a positive correlation between the growth of antag-
onist nuclear arsenals and crisis instability. More incidents of military conflict and more months 
of conflict occurred between India and Pakistan in the period of nuclear weapons development 
and testing (1990–2002) than in any other time since their independence from Britain in 1947.13 
The majority of these incidents came in the form of insurgent-driven clashes in Jammu-Kash-
mir or terrorist strikes deep within India. While this pattern does not indicate that the presence 
of nuclear weapons caused an increase in armed conflict, its clarity indicates that the most 
prevalent form of subconventional violence perpetrated against India (and, in New Delhi’s view, 
emanating from Pakistan) since at least 1990 makes Pakistani negation of Indian conventional 
military advantage a paramount enabler of the irregular insurgent or terrorist-initiated strikes 
at Indian interests. The degree to which Rawalpindi can threaten a credible nuclear strike that 
deters India from use of its great and growing conventional military advantage against Pakistan 
in the event of an irregular militia attack against Indian interests is the degree to which Pakistan 
can stand back from Indian demands that it more effectively throttle what India perceives to be 
the wellspring of Islamist terrorism on the Subcontinent.

The classic models of enhanced stability through nuclear deterrence that developed during 
the period of U.S.-Soviet cold war nuclear competition are problematic in application to South 
Asia. These models depend on a framework where a unitary state actor operates on both sides of 
the deterrence equation. But the primary dynamic in which conflict between Pakistan and India 
might escalate into conventional or nuclear war, through escalation from a subconventional 
(terrorist or extremist militia) clash, involves actors that do not respond, at least at some level, 
to the strategic direction of the Pakistani state. The challenge of constraining subconventional 
violent actors capable of sparking the escalation toward nuclear war is a unique and critical vari-
able unaccounted for in historic approaches to deterrence.14 It reinforces longstanding pessimist 
worries about the correlation between more nuclear weapons and reduced crisis stability on the 
Subcontinent. It also mirrors the general resistance of terrorists and other nonstate actors to 
deterrence as generally understood.

From 1998 to 2006 the size and focus of Indian and Pakistani nuclear weapons programs 
approached parity. This condition seemed to reinforce, if not actually create, a reasonable degree 
of crisis stability at the levels of conventional and nuclear war. India chose a nuclear posture fea-
turing “existential deterrence”—declaring a “no first use” policy. New Delhi never developed a 
doctrine for how nuclear weapons would actually be used in a conflict, short of in retaliation for 
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use of nuclear weapons against its territory. Given that its nuclear arsenal featured relatively large 
payload weapons for delivery by manned aircraft or land-based missiles, India’s lack of nuclear use 
doctrine led most observers to conclude that New Delhi meant what it said: it would only seek to 
use nuclear weapons in a retaliatory mode.15 Pakistan’s nuclear policy was deliberately ambiguous, 
never ruling out first use against India, but with limited prospects for credible nuclear warfighting 
due to large warhead size and serious questions about the reliability and accuracy of its nuclear 
delivery systems—including land-based missiles and air-to-surface platforms.16 

Yet India’s tolerance for this stasis was never certain, and it waned after the 2001–2002 
crisis. In early 2002 India exercised strategic restraint and eschewed a conventional military 
response to what it perceived as a Pakistani-sponsored terrorist attack on its parliament. This 
restraint derived as much from inadequate Indian military capability as from any political de-
cision in New Delhi.17 Indian military frustration over the existing cumbersome method for 
conventional military mobilization during this period of the 2001–2002 “Twin Peaks Crisis” led 
to development of a new conventional warfighting doctrine: “Cold Start.” 

In theory, Cold Start would enable a critical mass of conventional Indian forces to strike 
Pakistan in a punitive manner within 48 hours in the event of further irregular militia or terror-
ist provocation.18 Announced by the Indian Army in 2004—although never formally endorsed 
by India’s civilian defense leadership—Cold Start remains in 2013 an aspiration rather than a 
reality. But its impact on Pakistan’s defense psyche has been profound.19 Viewing Cold Start as 
a means of limited war designed to negate Islamabad’s nuclear retaliation capability—either 
by a decapitating conventional strike or a large and swift incursion into Pakistan rendering a 
large-scale nuclear response disproportionate—Pakistan began looking for ways to reshape its 
nuclear arsenal to be a more effective deterrent by making it a more useful option early in an 
armed clash with India.20

Pakistani incentives to make this adjustment only grew stronger in 2006 when the ba-
sic framework for a U.S.-India civil nuclear power deal was settled (and ratified in 2008).21 To 
Pakistan this agreement gave India unacceptable potential for a massive acceleration in future 
nuclear weapons material production. Rawalpindi viewed the agreement as a dangerous threat 
to Pakistan’s long-term nuclear deterrent, reducing the credibility of Pakistani nuclear retalia-
tion to a conventional Indian attack and thereby increasing the risk of an Indian conventional 
strike in response to any future irregular military clashes. Pakistan’s nuclear approach needed to 
adapt, and it did in the mid-2000s.22

The consequences of this evolution in Pakistan’s approach to its nuclear arsenal are criti-
cal to understanding the growing degree of crisis instability on the Subcontinent. From the 
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mid-2000s, Pakistan’s nuclear development activity featured growing amounts of nuclear fissile 
material, especially plutonium-based material. This growth provides Pakistan the resources to 
make nuclear weapons that are smaller, more accurate, and more usable on the battlefield where 
Indian military formations might be targeted in response to a conventional attack.23

To be fair, Pakistan did balance its activities to enhance the usability of nuclear weapons with 
others that improved the safety and security of its standing arsenal. From at least 2002, Pakistan’s 
Strategic Plans Division (SPD) worked with the United States to improve safeguards of its existing 
nuclear forces against accidental or uncontrolled launch. In 2006, the SPD director, retired Paki-
stani Lieutenant General Khalid Kidwai, reported that these efforts had resulted in comprehensive 
weapons stockpile safeguards including institution of a two-man rule and establishment of me-
chanical restraints to prevent accidental or unauthorized use (Permissive Action Links). These, 
Kidwai declared, provided additional security for Pakistan’s nuclear weapons that were already 
believed to be stored disassembled and separate from delivery vehicles in dispersed locations.24

Pakistan’s decision to accelerate its nuclear weapons program derived from several factors. 
The Indian army’s announcement of a move toward Cold Start heightened Pakistan’s desire for 
an improved nuclear weapons arsenal as did Pakistani perceptions that the U.S.-Indian civilian 
nuclear power agreement discriminated against Pakistan and increased India’s future ability to 
process weapons-grade uranium and plutonium despite New Delhi’s assurances to the contrary. 
Finally, Pakistan’s military-intelligence complex was increasingly aware of the great and grow-
ing Indian conventional military modernization effort—one the Pakistanis feared that, in com-
bination with a Cold Start doctrine and a dramatic increase in weapons grade fissile material, 
could give India the ability to dominate conflict escalation in most conceivable military contests 
between the two countries. Any serious Islamist militant attack against Indian interests might 
lead to a rapid and powerful Indian conventional military reaction that, coupled with India’s 
nuclear deterrent, would neutralize Pakistan’s own nuclear deterrent.

Thus, Pakistan’s nuclear weapons arsenal has grown dramatically from 2006, and the future 
arsenal’s capabilities have become ever more oriented toward assured survival and short-range, 
accurate use in a battlefield warfighting scenario. Beginning in 2006, independent reports iden-
tified Pakistan as actively looking to purchase advanced nuclear weapons components.25

As recently as 2008, observers reported that Pakistan possessed 60–85 nuclear weapons (see 
table 1),26 roughly equivalent to the 60–80 operational weapons estimated for India.27 These num-
bers derived from calculations that reported Pakistan as having around 2,000 kilograms (kg) of 
highly enriched uranium and 90 kg of separated military plutonium, enough to make 80–130 
implosion-type warheads, but without sufficient delivery vehicles to support a conclusion that all 
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the fissile material had been made into weapons.28 From 1999, Pakistan has explained that it only 
seeks “credible minimal deterrence” from its nuclear arsenal, and that this would be determined 
independent of what India chose to develop for its forces.29

By early 2009, the extent of Pakistan’s effort to increase and enhance its nuclear forces was 
clear. Pakistan began a more focused effort on the elements necessary for plutonium-based war-
head designs.30 Simultaneously, it accelerated expansion of the capacity to produce plutonium 
at new nuclear power sites.31 Lighter plutonium warheads would allow for more accurate long-
range delivery. More important, smaller plutonium warheads would give Pakistan a battlefield 
tactical capability via delivery in artillery shells, short range surface-to-surface missiles, and 
cruise missiles.32

Looking at the work begun in 2006 with Chinese assistance on additional heavy water 
nuclear reactors at the Khushab nuclear power complex (numbers III visible then and IV to 
follow), nuclear weapons experts at the Federation of Atomic Scientists forecast that the reac-
tors would triple Pakistan’s annual plutonium production capacity by 2016. Around the same 
time, construction of a new plutonium reprocessing facility began at the Pakistan Institute of 
Nuclear Science and Technology near Rawalpindi.33 Pakistan also began developing and ex-
panding reprocessing facilities at an expanded Khushab site and two other locations. Plutonium 
production at the new Khushab II nuclear reactor started in early 2010, and it reportedly first 
produced plutonium in 2011.34 Khushab III plutonium production was anticipated as early as 
2013, and international observers reported that construction work began on a fourth reactor 
(Khushab IV) in early 2011. As of late 2010, Pakistan’s collective efforts increased its available 
weapons-grade plutonium to some 100–130 kg, up from 90 kg in 2008.35 Together, Khushab 
I and II can generate some 22 kg of plutonium a year, enough for four weapons per annum.36 
When the other two Khushab reactors come on line, Pakistan will be able to more than double 
its weapons-grade plutonium production for nuclear weapons at a site that is not subject to 
International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) inspection.37 

Alone, these fissile material developments raise concerns about a fissile nuclear materi-
als race on the Subcontinent.38 Combined with parallel developments in Pakistan’s short-range 

Table 1. Pakistan’s Nuclear Warhead Growth, 1998–2011
Year 1998 2000 2002 2004 2006 2008 2009 2010 2011
Number of 
weapons

10–20 20–30 35–50 50–60 60–70 60–85 70–95 80–100 90–110



8 

Strategic Perspectives, No. 14

warhead delivery capability, fissile material production increases already high concerns about 
crisis stability between Pakistan and India.

Between 2006 and 2009, Pakistan successfully developed and tested medium-range, 
ground-based nuclear delivery missiles such as the Shaheen-1 and Shaheen-2. Concurrently, it 
began work on improved short-range ballistic and cruise missiles capable of delivering nuclear 
warheads. The ground-launched cruise missile Babur (Hatf-7) with a range of 600 kilometers 
(km) and air-launched cruise missile Ra’ad (Hatf-8) with a 350 km range were the focus of mili-
tary delivery system development in 2009. Accelerated testing of these cruise missiles continued 
from 2009 through mid-2012, with full performance capability confirmed during the 2012 tests. 
Work on a truly short-range, ground-based nuclear-capable missile, the Nasr (Hatf-9), with a 
60-km range, also accelerated during the period, with two mostly successful tests of this tacti-
cally focused surface-to-surface missile between spring 2011 and spring 2012.39 

Armed with functioning delivery systems capable of attacking battlefield targets, SPD Di-
rector General Kidwai declared in May 2012 that Pakistan’s nuclear force had consolidated its 
deterrence capability at all levels of the threat spectrum, thereby assuring peace in the region.40 
Although subsequent technical issues with the Nasr short-range missile made Kidwai’s claim 
that it was fully operational premature by at least a year, his overall point about Pakistan’s greatly 
enhanced short-range nuclear weapons options was sound.41 By mid-2012, Islamabad’s half-
decade focus on development of nuclear-capable short-range and cruise missiles had doubled 
its number of nuclear missile warhead delivery systems from four to eight, with three of the four 
newest delivery systems capable of operating in short ranges necessary for tactical battlefield 
delivery (see table 2).42

Aircraft MRBMs SRBMs Cruise missiles
F16 A/B (1998) 
1,600 km

Ghuari (2003) 
1,200+ km

Shaheen-1 (2003) 
450+ km

Babur (2011) 
600 km

Mirage Vs (1998) 
2,100 km

Shaheen-2 (2011) 
2,000+ km

Ghaznavi (2004) 
400 km

Ra’ad (2012) 
350+ km

Abdali (2012) 
180 km
Nasr (2014) 
60 km

Table 2. Pakistan’s Mid- and Short-range Nuclear Weapons Delivery Systems

Key: km = kilometer; MRBMs = mid-range ballistic missiles; SRBMs = short-range ballistic missiles
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By early 2011, experts pegged Pakistan’s nuclear arsenal as in excess of 100 deployed weap-
ons with another 30 feasible due to weapons-grade nuclear material then on hand.43 This gave 
Pakistan the sixth largest deployed nuclear arsenal and fifth largest potential nuclear arsenal, 
behind only the United States, Russia, China, and the United Kingdom. It also produced a Paki-
stani arsenal that had moved beyond the relative nuclear parity with India that had existed for 
more than a decade. Given that Pakistan has the know-how for building lighter, smaller tactical 
nuclear weapons (miniaturization), and for marrying them to battlefield-style delivery systems, 
it may be able to produce up to 15 tactical nuclear systems a year now and up to 30–35 per year 
within a decade.44

Western security analysts do not all agree on the purpose of Pakistan’s focus on smaller 
nuclear warheads with greater accuracy and shorter delivery ranges. One school of thought 
contends that the nuclear developments are part of a Pakistani military signaling project aimed 
at deterring an Indian conventional invasion and galvanizing U.S. and Western attention toward 

Pakistan’s Past, Present, and Projected Nuclear Weapons Arsenal (to 2020)

Source: Figure adapted with author’s permission from original work by Hans Kristensen, “Nuclear Weapons, Pakistan,” 
Federation of Atomic Scientists Strategic Security Blog, July 17, 2011, available at <www.fas.org/programs/ssp/nukes/
images/PakistanChart2011.jpg>.
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Islamabad’s perceived vulnerabilities and are not aimed at the actual initiation of a limited nu-
clear war.45 Others have drawn the opposite conclusion. Citing the need for any credible threat 
to require a fully thought-out tactical nuclear weapons doctrine and rehearsals, these analysts 
worry that Pakistan’s military is aiming to acquire a tactical use capability in order to launch 
small, accurate nuclear weapons46 against massed Indian conventional forces either invading 
Pakistan or poised for attack.47

While it is hard to disentangle a Pakistani tactical nuclear capability robust enough to signal 
India of its intent to fight a limited nuclear war in response to an Indian conventional incursion 
from one the Pakistani military can actually use that way, indications now exist that Islamabad 
has decided to acquire the capability and credible posture for such a tactical nuclear strike. First, 
SPD officials have stated that Pakistan’s nuclear weapons program objectives are not reliant on 
India’s nuclear or conventional buildup, but that it has specific endstate objectives aimed at a finite 
capability these officials will not divulge.48 While far from certain, it seems likely that Pakistan’s 
military believes that a tactical arsenal, dispersed for survivability against Indian preemption and 
capable of striking a tactical nuclear blow against any of the nine Indian division-sized integrated 
battle groups of armor, aviation, and artillery featured in the evolving Cold Strike doctrine, would 
be sufficient—independent of Indian nuclear developments—to credibly deter or punish an In-
dian conventional attack.49 Second, Pakistan’s post-2009 nuclear warhead development and test-
ing activities have focused to a large degree on the accuracy and survivability of small plutonium-
based warheads.50 In this technical and tactical escalation of its nuclear posture, Pakistan aims 
to threaten the first use of nuclear weapons on Indian ground forces—to include on Pakistani 
soil—in order to deter significant Indian conventional action.51 Keen observers of the Pakistani 
nuclear program also report that Pakistan’s development and testing of small warhead, battlefield 
nuclear weapons is far ahead of any thoughtful contemplation of the risks of battlefield use, greatly 
increasing the prospects for ill-considered and dangerous use.52

On the other side of the dominant South Asian security dilemma, India’s pursuit of mili-
tary capability since 2006 has focused mainly on conventional forces, not nuclear armaments.53 
Although they are dwarfed by conventional modernization efforts, India has continued to im-
prove its nuclear weapons delivery capabilities. The military has focused on developing a nu-
clear weapons delivery triad, improving the variety and survivability of its land-based missile 
systems, and adding indigenous ship and submarine delivery capabilities to its well-established 
air fleet delivery systems. 

For almost two decades India fielded a modest number of Russian-made, nuclear-armed, 
ship-based and submarine-based cruise missiles. Ship-based variants have been on Indian frigates 
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and aboard six Russian-made Kilo-class submarines (known as the Sindhughosh-class in the Indi-
an navy). These have been limited in range and accuracy and deemed unacceptable by the military 
as a sea-based component of its nuclear arsenal. An indigenous Indian ship-to-surface missile, the 
Prithvi-III, has been in the inventory since the early 2000s, but its liquid-reliant propellant require-
ment has limited its deployability due to the requirements to store liquid fuel in separate bulky 
containers and fill the rocket just before launch. As a consequence, India’s indigenous shipbuilding 
programs have focused on future deployments of nuclear-powered surface ships and submarines 
capable of advanced nuclear ordnance launch. India’s Arihant-class of nuclear-powered ballistic 
missile submarines began sea testing in 2009. The first Arihant submarine planned for full induc-
tion into service is to be commissioned in 2013. Up to eight Arihants could be fielded by 2025 and 
will be equipped with Sagarika nuclear submarine-launched ballistic missiles with a maximum 
range of 700 km and a 1,000 kg payload.54 India’s development plans for frigates, destroyers, and 
aircraft carriers will enable incorporation of the nuclear-capable Bramhos cruise missiles, with a 
range of 290 km, and the Nirbhay, with a range of 1,000 km.

Indian land-delivery efforts have focused on indigenous development and longer ranges 
and greater accuracy in nuclear payloads. Its Prithvi-I ground-based ballistic missile has been in 
service since 1994 with a range of 150 km, a payload of 1,000 kg, and limited accuracy. Begin-
ning in 2010, India’s Strategic Force Command, along with its air force and army, has tested a 
long-range, highly accurate nuclear-capable ground-launched missile, the Prithvi-II.55 

Given these developments, Pakistani fears about the massive expansion potential of Indian 
nuclear forces may be overstated but not unreasonable. In February 2011 the Federation of 
American Scientists estimated that India had a stockpile of 80–100 nuclear weapons. That same 
year a former Indian intelligence official claimed that India was capable of producing 130 kg of 
weapons-grade plutonium a year from six reactors not included in the safeguarding element of 
the U.S.-India civil nuclear power deal. In 2012 two American nuclear scientists reported that 
India actually had a stockpile of 520 kg of weapons-grade plutonium but had not converted it 
into weapons. They also stated that the construction of a second Indian plutonium-producing 
reactor at Vishakapatnam and the recent commissioning of a fast breeder reactor near Kalpak-
kam would greatly enhance weapons-grade plutonium production. Despite these steps, which 
appear modest in relation to the investment in conventional military modernization, India’s nu-
clear weapons advancements have kept Pakistan’s deep fears for its nuclear deterrent alive and 
abetted Pakistan’s rationale for its own nuclear weapons program over the past half-decade.56

India’s pursuit of antiballistic missile (ABM) technology has been less vigorous than its pur-
suit of nuclear delivery systems and far shy of its conventional weapons procurement activities. 
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Active since 1999, the ABM program has developed a modest capability centered on a high alti-
tude interceptor (the Prithvi Air Defense missile) and a low altitude interceptor (the Advance Air 
Defense missile). These interceptors are integrated with a pair of radar systems based on Israeli 
designs and acquired by India over the past decade.57 Small in scale, the Indian ABM program 
does not threaten the nuclear missile deterrent of either Pakistan or China. As a result, the missile-
antimissile dynamic that spurred the Soviet-American nuclear arms race during the Cold War is 
not present on the Subcontinent. Absent a more dramatic stimulus from other players or dramati-
cally more capable systems in the nuclear missile arena, a nuclear arms race appears unlikely.

In short there are firm grounds for outside observers to worry about the future of crisis 
stability in South Asia. The preconditions for a classic nuclear arms race are not evident and are 
unlikely to develop without a choice by India to pursue ballistic missile defense systems.58 None-
theless, an asymmetric arms race is well underway. It features Pakistan focusing on its battlefield 
nuclear arsenal and India pursuing short-term conventional weapons advancements and a robust 
nuclear weapons triad for the future. Public rhetoric by India’s military regarding its Cold Start 
conventional capability to attack Pakistan in the event of another major terrorist or Islamist militia 
strike does not match India’s actual military capabilities, but it does heighten Islamabad’s angst 
and drive its nuclear weapons security choices in a highly destabilizing direction.

Pakistan’s development of battlefield nuclear weapons capability is advancing well ahead 
of any serious analysis of the risks from dispersion of nuclear weapons on the battlefield or the 
escalatory consequences from use of battlefield nuclear arms.59 These bilateral security dynam-
ics drive an ever-growing risk that nuclear weapons might be used inadvertently or as a result 
of a spiral of escalation from a subconventional altercation and a product of unintended conse-
quences from the tense security dilemma on the Subcontinent.

At the same time, a separate nuclear weapons development in the region does have the 
potential to affect the future of nuclear arms race stability on the Subcontinent. Iran’s nuclear 
program merits discussion in terms of crisis and arms race stability implications for Pakistan 
and India.

Iran’s Nuclear Program: A Variable without Direct Impact on Crisis 
and Arms Race Stability on the Subcontinent

Although Iran professes to have no nuclear weapons program and that such a program 
would be inconsistent with its ideology, many nuclear experts believe along with the IAEA that 
Iran has since at least 2003 run its nuclear program in a manner so that it will have the option 
to build a bomb in a short period of time should it make the political decision to do so.60 The 
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program seems to be inspired by several motivations. The first is regime survival. The clerical 
leadership is believed to have determined that possession of a nuclear weapon might best deter 
American intervention or invasion aimed at causing regime change, as occurred in Iraq and 
Libya.61 It is also motivated by national, ethnic, and religious pride. Persian Shi’ite Iran believes 
it is culturally and technologically capable of a nuclear weapon achievement and aims to en-
hance civic pride just as the 1998 nuclear weapons test by Pakistan generated enormous civic 
pride in that Sunni Muslim state.62

Iran’s nuclear program is not aimed at either Pakistan or India.63 There is no evidence that 
Tehran has ever felt a physical threat from Pakistan—before or since Pakistan’s 1998 acquisition 
of nuclear weapons. Relations between the two countries—very warm during the 1950s through 
the 1970s and then tense in the years immediately after the coup by Ayatollah Khomeini in 
Iran—have been largely stable and respectful since the mid-1980s.64 The shared Persian-Paki-
stani border astride respective Baluchistan regions has witnessed episodic violence and com-
plaints of insurrectionist leaders operating from cross-border locations. Successful diplomacy 
ensured that these tensions have not threatened regional peace.

India’s interactions with Iran are shaped by trade and commerce (especially raw material 
exports from Iran to India), the cultural interaction of India’s 16 to 24 million Shi’a Muslims, 
and limited military-to-military relations.65 Despite few formal relations with foreign militaries, 
Iran and India have a “strategic dialogue,” and a few officers from Iran’s navy have been trained 
in India.66 New Delhi’s interests in Iran have underwritten a cordial, if complicated, relationship.

Any Iranian nuclear weapons ambitions thus would not focus on Pakistan or India in a 
direct way. However, Iran’s longest range ballistic missile that could be used to deliver a nuclear 
payload at some point in the future, the Shahab-3, can range both Islamabad and New Delhi as 
well as Kuwait City, Doha, Dubai, and Riyadh.67

Therefore, it is unsurprising that both countries, while defending Iran’s right to nuclear 
power, prefer that Iran acquire no nuclear weapons. Pakistan’s military has remained mute, but 
its political leaders have publicly urged Iran against building nuclear weapons. In 2006 Foreign 
Minister Khurshid Kasuri stated, “We are the only Muslim country [with nuclear weaponry], 
and don’t want anyone else to get it.”68 Similarly, Foreign Minister Mehmood Qureshi answered 
a question during a 2010 visit to Harvard University about Iran’s nuclear program by declaring, 
“In my view, I don’t think they have a justification to go nuclear. They have an international ob-
ligation. They have signed [the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty] and they should respect that.”69

Contrasting Iran with Pakistan, Qureshi noted that Islamabad faced a severe security 
threat from a neighboring nuclear state, India, and that he saw no similar immediate threat 
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to Iran.70 Qureshi’s public remarks aligned with those from Former Pakistani Prime Minister 
Yousuf Raza Gilani’s June 2010 pronouncement that Pakistan would support United Nations–
mandated sanctions against Iran for its nuclear program but would not feel compelled to back 
unilateral U.S. sanctions against Tehran.71

Concerned with bilateral economic engagement and with maintaining calm within India’s 
extensive Shi’ite Muslim minority community, New Delhi’s political leadership has subtly but 
consistently expressed its nuclear preferences for Iran. Although slow to join in international 
economic and diplomatic sanctions against Iran, Prime Minister Manmohan Singh has stated 
clearly since 2005 that India, “doesn’t wish Iran to be a nuclear state.”72 These sentiments were 
restated in detail by Singh’s Foreign Secretary Ranjan Mathai in the summer of 2012:

Peace and security is indeed our primary concern given just how important the 
entire West Asian region and the Gulf region in particular are for India’s security, 
for the very large number of Indian citizens who live in that region and for the 
Indian economy both in terms of our oil imports and our exports. So, this is our 
own concern and we do not have to take anybody else’s concern as being a priority 
over that. This is indeed our own very specific concern.73

Thus, while neither New Delhi nor Islamabad has been proactive in working to inhibit Tehran’s 
acquisition of nuclear weapons, neither desires that Iran become a nuclear weapons state.

While a demonstrable direct threat to the Subcontinent is not evident, Iran’s attainment of a 
credible nuclear weapons arsenal will have an indirect impact on the future of nuclear arms race 
stability between Pakistan and India. This impact will arise through an Arabian connection, which 
will be analyzed in the following section. The timing and degree of Iran’s nuclear program impact 
on arms race stability on the Subcontinent will have much to do with the ultimate status of Iran’s 
nuclear program. In this context, there are three main possibilities for the program:

The first possibility is that Iran becomes a virtual nuclear weapons state that moves to a 
“break-out capability” in its nuclear program but does not declare or test its nuclear arsenal. The 
second is that Iran becomes a declared but untested nuclear weapons state—one that declares 
its acquisition of a nuclear weapons capability, but without a formal test of a nuclear device. The 
third is that Iran formally becomes a nuclear weapons state that has both declared itself to have 
nuclear weapons and has completed a successful test of its nuclear bomb.

If Iran advances no further than a virtual a nuclear weapons state, then its nuclear program is 
unlikely to have much effect on arms race or crisis stability between Pakistan and India. However, 
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advancement to either a “declared but untested” or a “formal” nuclear state would almost certainly 
have implications for Saudi Arabia, Pakistan, and India, and thus indirectly have an impact on the 
status of nuclear proliferation and crisis stability on the Subcontinent.

To become a virtual nuclear weapons power, Iran would be required to reach and maintain 
a nuclear-weapons “break-out capacity.” Here, Iran would achieve the capacity to manufacture 
nuclear weapons within 12 to 15 months and possess the delivery systems to use them, but would 
stop short of actually bringing these components together. By not declaring its program or test-
ing its weapons designs, Tehran might achieve standing as a nuclear weapons–capable state, 
achieving some measure of deterrence against American attack without deliberately flaunting 
the international system with a declaration or a test.74 Unclassified reports indicate that the clas-
sified 2010 U.S. National Intelligence Estimate was the product of considerable debate within 
the U.S. Government regarding the trajectory of Iran’s nuclear program and suggests that Iran’s 
leaders may want to avoid the international condemnation and military reprisals that could 
result from a declared nuclear capability.75

Current social unrest across the Middle East and within Iran may make Tehran even less 
willing to risk the economic and security consequences of overt nuclearization. By not actually 
building a bomb, Iran could maintain its stated policy against nuclear weapons on religious 
grounds and status as a member of the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons 
(NPT). Threats to withdraw from the NPT unless its security or economic needs are addressed 
might be a sign that Iran has attained “break-out capabilities.”76 As Middle East and South Asia 
security expert Bruce Reidel observed during 2011, if Iran simply acquires the capability and 
begins to build a nuclear arsenal without public acknowledgement or a test, the security impacts 
will be tectonic rather than volcanic.77

A decision to cross the nuclear threshold, secretly manufacture a nuclear weapon, and 
then openly declare its status while refraining from testing a weapon is another possibility. 
While it is unlikely that an undeclared nuclear capacity is Tehran’s desired endstate, it could 
choose this outcome. This course would open Iran to most of the negative consequences of 
nuclearization without the full advantages of becoming a nuclear-armed state. Iran could use 
its nuclear weapons covertly or through proxies (such as terrorist groups), but with knowledge 
that it could expect nuclear or massive conventional retaliation for attacks that were traced back 
to Iranian sources. Meanwhile, the lack of a tested nuclear capability would limit the value of 
nuclear weapons in improving Iran’s status as a regional and global power—clearly an important 
issue to Iran’s leaders. Further, if Iran’s pursuit of nuclear weapons is motivated in part by the 
desire to end Western intervention in the Middle East and Persian Gulf region, an undeclared 
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nuclear capability might be less effective at dissuading Western states from military engage-
ment there.78 Declaration of a nuclear weapons capability would risk greater damage to Iran’s 
important economic relations with India. Furthermore, mere declaration of a nuclear weapons 
capability is likely to prompt Saudi Arabia and other Arab countries such as the United Arab 
Emirates (UAE), Qatar, and Kuwait to obtain nuclear weapons themselves.79

Finally, Iran could become an official nuclear weapons state by building and testing a nu-
clear weapon. This is a more likely scenario than the development of ambiguous nuclear capa-
bilities but would require a major government commitment to weather the full weight of nega-
tive consequences of nuclearization. These would likely include even more draconian economic 
sanctions and the possibility of military attack by Israel, the United States, or even the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization.80 While nuclear status would increase Iran’s prestige and contrib-
ute to its national self-image as a regional power, it might come at economic and political costs 
its leaders are not willing to bear, particularly as the regime contends with social unrest and an 
economy already crippled by sanctions. Moreover, such an ultimate posture for Iran’s nuclear 
program seems certain to excite Saudi Arabia to acquire nuclear weapons with both a long- and 
short-term approach. As with the declared but untested scenario, response maneuvering by 
Riyadh would almost certainly involve Pakistan.81

Saudi Arabia’s Response to Iran’s Nuclear Decisions: A Variable with 
Indirect Impact on Arms Race Stability on the Subcontinent

Other than Israel, Saudi Arabia views itself as having the most to lose from Iranian acqui-
sition of a nuclear weapon. Saudi worries nest within wider concerns about what is viewed as 
Tehran’s strategic aim of intimidating and neutralizing Sunni Muslim states while championing 
Shia Muslim minority rights across the greater Middle East.82

Consistent with a historically unfriendly relationship, tolerable coexistence turned to ex-
treme tensions between Riyadh and Tehran after the 1979 ascension to power in Iran of Shi’ite 
Muslim leader Ayatollah Khomeini. Sunni Muslims viewed Khomeini’s brand of assertive 
Shi’ite Islam governance and regional aspirations as provocative. Being in a stronger fiscal and 
diplomatic position to react than many of its Sunni Arab neighbors, the House of Saud led 
Sunni Muslim efforts to blunt the regional impact of Khomeini’s Shi’ite revolution. A major 
component of this effort to check Persian-led Shi’ite ascendance played out in quiet but signifi-
cant Saudi support for Iraqi leader Saddam Hussein’s war against Iran, begun by Saddam in late 
1980 and active through 1988.83 For another decade and a half, Saudi Arabia continued to rely 
upon Saddam’s Iraq as the front-line agent check to Iranian ambitions.
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This relationship was undone by the American-led 2003 military campaign to topple 
Saddam’s regime and the ensuing remake of electoral politics in a manner that saw an Iraqi 
Shia, Nouri al-Maliki, become prime minister. From Riyadh’s perspective, the deeply unset-
tling political makeover in Iraq was the product of American naïveté and generated a “win” 
for Iran’s dangerous ambition of extending a regional Shi’ite crescent. Riyadh’s worries over 
Tehran’s regional gains grew more acute with the 2010 U.S. failure to conclude a strategic 
forces arrangement with Iraq, securing a long-term American military presence there. The 
Saudis viewed the late 2011 departure of all American forces from Iraq as the end of a limited 
but meaningful American presence capable of deterring worrisome Iranian collusion with 
Iraqi Shi’ite leaders.84

The Saudis have heard American leaders talk about “extended nuclear deterrence” for the 
Arabian Peninsula—presumably against Iran.85 However, Riyadh harbors enormous doubts 
about American reliability.86 Therefore, the Saudis (and the United Arab Emirates and Qatar) 
took steps from 2006 to 2011 to generate a civilian nuclear power capability and signal Riyadh’s 
willingness to explore all its options toward acquisition of an independent nuclear weapons 
deterrent if necessary.87 Reportedly, Riyadh plans to spend more than $88 billion on 16 nuclear 
reactors by 2030.88 

Beginning in 2011, unofficial and off-the-record Saudi spokesmen have hinted far more 
bluntly than ever before about independent plans to counter Iranian acquisition of a nuclear 
weapons capability.89 Between June and November 2011, influential but without official port-
folio Saudi Prince Turki al-Faisal made worldwide news by stating that the Kingdom may have 
no choice but to arm itself with nuclear weapons to counter an emerging threat from Iran.90 A 
February 2012 report by the Times of London cited unnamed Saudi officials as determined to 
match Tehran if it goes nuclear. The officials said that Riyadh would conduct a two-part nuclear 
response by first purchasing off-the-shelf warheads from abroad with rapid work on a ballistic 
missile launch platform to provide a rapid autonomous deterrent.91 Simultaneously, the Saudis 
would enhance their planned civil nuclear program to allow for weapons-grade uranium devel-
opment over the long term.92

While Saudi Arabia’s resolve to acquire nuclear weapons seems unlikely to be triggered 
if Iran culminates its nuclear program at a “break-out capacity,” an Iranian declaration or 
declaration/test of a nuclear weapon seems almost certain to elicit the signaled Saudi Arabian 
response.93 That response would certainly involve Pakistan and potentially China at some 
level.94 In turn, that response would have implications for crisis and arms race stability on the 
Subcontinent.
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Saudi Arabia has a long and intertwined history with Pakistan.95 This history—under-
pinned by a common Sunni Muslim heritage—has religious, cultural, economic, and political 
dimensions. It also has military dimensions dating back decades. Pakistani pilots and ground 
troops have assisted with defense of the Kingdom in separate actions during the 1960s, 1970s, 
and 1980s.96 Military-to-military relations remain close. Chief among these military-strategic 
interactions between the Kingdom and Pakistan has been their relationship in the course of 
Pakistan’s development of nuclear energy and nuclear weapons.97

Saudi Arabia’s unique relationship with Pakistan during Islamabad’s civilian nuclear power 
and nuclear weapons development program makes this an especially important connection in 
the event of an ever-widening chain of Middle East and South Asia nuclear weapons prolifera-
tion in response to an Iranian nuclear weapon. Should Saudi Arabia determine it to be politically 
necessary to acquire nuclear weapons as a deterrent to Iran, Pakistan would be its most likely 
accomplice. China and Saudi Arabia have underwritten Pakistan’s development of nuclear power 
and acquisition of nuclear weapons. While the Chinese have provided the bulk of the technology 
and nuclear power generation know-how, Saudi Arabia has financed much of Pakistan’s nuclear 
weapons program.98 Saudi money also cushioned Pakistan against the impact of western sanctions 
after Islamabad conducted its first nuclear test in 1998.99 

Although officially denied in Riyadh and Islamabad, many experts believe that a secret 
and long-standing agreement exists that Pakistan would provide the Kingdom with nuclear 
technology and weapons should the Saudis feel threatened by a third party nuclear program. 
Observers of this relationship believe that the agreement was most recently re-signed in Oc-
tober 2003 when then–Crown Prince Abdullah made a state visit to Islamabad. Pakistani 
President Asif Ali Zardari has reportedly verbally reaffirmed the Pakistani promise on his 
state visits to the Kingdom since 2008. Mid-2012 press reports suggest that Pakistani Prime 
Minister Raja Ashraf took the occasion of a summer visit to Saudi Arabia to meet with King 
Abdullah in Jeddah to validate the long-standing deal and confirm the details of preliminary 
coordination such as training Saudi special forces in Pakistan for the rigors of safeguarding 
nuclear weapons.100

Should such an arrangement exist, there are ample possibilities for the deployment—most 
likely temporary, but potentially permanent—of Pakistani nuclear weapons in a deterrent pos-
ture for the Kingdom from their current locations in South Asia, or by direct introduction into 
the Kingdom itself. The first possibility is for Saudi Arabia to ask Pakistan for a declaration that 
its nuclear weapons would be made available from sites in Pakistan in retaliation for any use of 
nuclear weapons against the Kingdom by Iran.
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A more direct possibility is for Pakistan to commit some of its nuclear armed airplanes and 
pilots into Saudi airfields. Pakistan’s air force often trains and exercises with Saudi pilots, and 
there are many commonalities in command and control approaches.101 Pakistan might also send 
nuclear-capable missiles and trained crews to Saudi Arabia. That would take more time and 
require Saudi spending on launch-capable pads, nuclear storage facilities, and control systems 
that do not currently exist in the Kingdom.102 Each of these options has the additional advantage 
of aligning with the interpretation of the NPT that enabled American stationing of its nuclear 
weapons in Europe during the Cold War, namely that if nuclear weapons material remained un-
der at least shared Pakistani control in peacetime, the Saudis would effectively join the nuclear 
club without technical violation of the NPT.103

Alternatively, Pakistan might be asked to commence transfer of the technical know-how 
and capacity for nuclear weapons into Saudi Arabia in a phased process. This approach, if not 
combined with one of the above conditions, would take considerable time and be of significant 
concern to Saudi Arabia’s neighbors including Israel.

Despite the growing vigor in unofficial Saudi proclamations regarding its intent to respond 
to a nuclear Iran, it is impossible to know precisely which approach the Kingdom’s leadership 
would pursue should Iran declare itself a nuclear power with or without a successful nuclear 
test. It is clear as of early 2013, however, that the Saudi leadership mistrusts American leader-
ship—and American promises—more than at any time in the recent history of U.S.-Saudi rela-
tions.104 Thus, even a firm American declaration of extended nuclear deterrence in support of 
Riyadh and its Sunni Arab neighbors seems unlikely to be taken as the sole Saudi approach.105 
The Kingdom is likely to seek Pakistan’s assistance in some capacity.

As noted above, Pakistan’s specific arrangements with Saudi Arabia on the matter of nu-
clear weapons remain opaque. It is easier to discern the factors that would influence Pakistan’s 
approach to a Saudi request for nuclear assistance. Pakistani military and SPD officials make it 
clear that they wish to avoid responding to a Saudi request for nuclear weapons assistance, hop-
ing that extended American nuclear deterrence might fill the need.106 Should Saudi mistrust of 
American reliability make this view unrealistic, Pakistan seems likely to respond while adhering 
to four imperatives.

First, Islamabad will minimize provocation of Beijing. China’s technical know-how under-
pins the vast majority of Pakistan’s nuclear power capacity and armaments designs.107 Despite 
autonomous technological capabilities, Pakistan would require Chinese support to transfer nu-
clear weapons expertise to Saudi Arabia. This imperative, coupled with Chinese reluctance to 
be seen as a nuclear weapons supplier, suggests that Pakistan would prefer a short-term transfer 
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of nuclear weapons capability rather than the export of a full nuclear weapons development 
program in response to a Saudi request. While it is unlikely that China would stand in the way 
of a more formal nuclear weapons transfer, based on its past willingness to transfer ballistic mis-
siles to Saudi Arabia, Pakistani deference to Chinese sensitivities remains a strong imperative.108

Second, Pakistan will attempt to minimize dispersion of, or disruption of, its nuclear 
deterrent against India. As mentioned earlier, this deterrent is growing exponentially, yet 
Pakistani military and intelligence officials still believe it is insufficient to counter Indian 
conventional and nuclear threats to Pakistani sovereignty. This imperative would encourage 
Pakistan to help Saudi Arabia only with a minimum transfer of nuclear weapons assets or 
know-how away from the Subcontinent. It will skew Pakistan’s preference toward assistance 
provided in such a way that Riyadh could claim to have its own nuclear retaliatory capability 
in the short term with very little transfer of nuclear capable delivery systems—presumably 
airplanes—to the Kingdom itself.

Third, Pakistan would seek to avoid provocation of the United States and the wider in-
ternational community by abetting the permanent transfer of nuclear weapons know-how to 
a third party country, especially one that is a signatory to the NPT.109 Pakistan’s political lead-
ership understands the depths to which the A.Q. Khan nuclear weapons assistance program, 
which benefited Iran, damaged its relationship with the international community. The military 
is less worried about the fallout from the Khan affair but recognizes the damage that a repeat 
offense of nuclear know-how transfer could do to it worldwide.110 This imperative would also 
encourage Pakistan to respond to Saudi Arabia in a manner that promised rhetorical support 
and limited transfer of assets but not know-how. 

Finally, the military and civilian establishments would take into account Israel’s reaction 
to any nuclear weapons collaboration with Saudi Arabia. Pakistan’s nuclear weapons develop-
ments have consistently taken Israel into account. Insiders have made outside observers aware 
that the Pakistani military and nuclear agencies have consciously and consistently limited the 
ranges of nuclear-capable missiles to be less than ranges required to reach Israel. From at least 
the time of the Israeli aerial attack of the suspected Iraqi nuclear reactor at Osirak in June 1981, 
Islamabad’s military and nuclear establishment feared that Israel might conduct a similar raid 
against nuclear facilities (from bases in India or elsewhere) if Tel Aviv believed that Islamabad 
possessed nuclear weapons delivery means to threaten Israel. Thus, Pakistan took an approach 
that clearly signaled self-limitation of its nuclear delivery system to ranges well shy of those 
required to reach Tel Aviv, understanding these to be less provocative regionally and interna-
tionally.111 This continuing imperative would reinforce a Pakistani preference for provision of 
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a nuclear deterrence guarantee for Saudi Arabia with use of assets based in Pakistan that don’t 
threaten to reach Israel.112 If such an arrangement were unacceptable in Riyadh, Pakistani of-
ficials likely would offer assistance to Saudi Arabia with a loaned deterrent of nuclear armed 
aircraft, for these would be easier for Israel to counter with standard air defense options and 
would not threaten the new specter of nuclear missiles from Saudi Arabia or an indigenous 
Saudi program to build its own bomb.

Stability Implications: Regional and Super-regional
On the Subcontinent, the erosion of crisis stability between India and Pakistan is obvious 

and increasingly exacerbated by their evolving security competition. India’s long-term pursuit 
of a nuclear weapons triad, largely to keep pace with China, and most important, its near-term 
pursuit of comprehensive conventional weapons modernization and a more capable quick-
strike conventional force, have excited Pakistan’s fears of a compromised nuclear deterrent and 
a more certain Indian punitive conventional response to a new terrorist strike on Indian soil. 
Pakistan’s vigorous pursuit of a battlefield nuclear weapons capability coupled with its inability 
or unwillingness to constrain subconventional Islamist militant groups from attacks against In-
dian interests has set in place a circumstance where escalation from subconventional to nuclear 
conflict is more plausible than ever.

Iran’s acquisition of a nuclear weapons capability will neither exacerbate nor mitigate the 
worrisome trajectory of crisis stability between India and Pakistan. However, its choices for 
its nuclear program will affect nuclear arms race incentives on the Subcontinent. Should Iran 
choose to move beyond a “break-out capability” and culminate its nuclear program with an 
announced nuclear weapons capability, test such a capability, or both, Saudi Arabia’s almost 
certain response would be to secure its own nuclear weapons deterrent. Due to its relationship 
with Pakistan, Saudi acquisition of nuclear weapons could occur in months, not decades. 

Confronted with the prospect of a nuclear-armed Saudi Arabia—and the high possibility 
that other Arab states might then work toward long-term acquisition of nuclear weapons—New 
Delhi would face a more complicated future for its nuclear deterrent than it has ever contem-
plated. At the very least, New Delhi’s rather tepid pursuit of antiballistic missile systems would 
be revisited and most likely accelerated. Any such acceleration would excite Pakistani and likely 
Chinese concerns over the long-term viability of their nuclear deterrents against India. In turn, 
this would stimulate nuclear arms race incentives in a manner characteristic of the missile-
antimissile defense dynamic witnessed between America and the Soviet Union at the height of 
the Cold War.
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India’s long-standing reluctance to provoke Chinese concern over its nuclear deterrent 
would be challenged, and should China respond with more of its own nuclear missiles, the 
region would embark on an unprecedented nuclear arms race with the potential to approach 
that undertaken between the United States and the Soviet Union during the Cold War. In this 
manner, the likely Saudi response to an Iranian nuclear weapons program beyond a “break-out 
capacity” would spur nuclear proliferation incentives in the Near East to a degree that would 
complicate nuclear deterrence planning for New Delhi and risk stimulating antiballistic missile 
programs in at least a three-way arms race involving China, Pakistan, and India.

Implications for U.S. Policy
South Asian crisis stability dynamics—or, more accurately, instability dynamics—are trou-

bling in early 2013. The sixth and seventh largest nuclear-armed countries in the world, both 
with a history of miscalculation of each other’s political and military intentions, are deeply 
enmeshed in an asymmetric arms race. India seems unwilling to accept that its modernization 
of conventional military forces for possible use in a reprisal attack against Pakistan in the event 
of another major subconventional/militant attack is of limited deterrent value to the constella-
tion of subnational actors capable of such a strike. Pakistan appears enamored with the once 
fashionable but long-since discredited Cold War notion that escalation from tactical nuclear 
exchange to major nuclear war can be limited. Islamabad and New Delhi also have a history 
of rejecting outside diplomatic assistance in improving deterrence and reducing the misun-
derstandings most likely to produce a military clash. In this environment, there is little that an 
outside power such as the United States can do. Nonetheless, the stakes are high enough that a 
realistic and concerted effort should be made.

First, the United States must publicly flag the severity of the risk of nuclear war now grow-
ing between India and Pakistan. American preoccupation with Afghanistan’s internal dynam-
ics and counterterrorism activities in the Afghanistan-Pakistan region have crowded out sober 
discussion of the nuclear crisis risks now overwhelmingly present on the Subcontinent.113

Second, the United States should sponsor open dialogue and communication with Paki-
stan’s military and civilian leadership about the grave risks from tactical nuclear weapons, and 
be candid about the folly of American Cold War thinking about the prospects for limited nucle-
ar war on an acceptable scale.114

Third, the United States should appreciate that the risks of escalation from subconventional 
to a nuclear exchange between Pakistan and India falls most heavily on places where their proxy 
forces come in contact, and that Afghanistan is now the chief location for this risky interaction. 
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As a consequence, proper and sufficient residual American military and diplomatic presence in 
Afghanistan is important. Washington’s role in developing the Afghan National Security Forces 
(ANSF) has produced a force of more than 300,000 well-trained and capable small unit fighters 
that could disaggregate into lethal and capable militia proxies for India and Pakistan without 
the cohesion of international advisors and mentors through at least the end of this decade. 

In addition, a sufficient residual force of American and coalition military and diplomatic 
assets in Afghanistan is postured to back up American warnings against intemperate subcon-
ventional or conventional military clashes leading to nuclear exchange. As Thomas Schelling fa-
mously argued during the height of the Cold War, “What can 7,000 American troops—or 12,000 
Allied troops do [in Berlin]? Bluntly, they can die.”115 The residual presence of 20,000–23,000 
American and coalition troops in Afghanistan beyond 2014 serves to advise and cleave the 
ANSF as well as remind Islamabad and New Delhi of the extra-regional complications should 
American forces face death from their imprudent escalation to a nuclear exchange. 

At the same time, American policy should better appreciate the real possibility of a nuclear 
weapons capability transfer between Pakistan and Saudi Arabia should Iran formally go nuclear. 
Washington should have a policy plan to help avert such a transfer and to mitigate the worst 
outcomes for nuclear stability and security should such a transfer occur.

In the first instance, Washington should continue what it is doing to arrest the Iranian 
nuclear program short of weapons acquisition. The policies of economic and diplomatic sanc-
tions as well as those of nonlethal disruption of the elements of a successful Iranian nuclear 
program should continue. Should sanctions and disruption fail, America should prefer that Iran 
culminate its program at no greater than a “break-out capability” endstate. Then it should work 
with the Saudis and other Gulf states to accede to this imperfect Iranian strategic choice without 
resort to outside acquisition of nuclear weapons. In this circumstance, an American promise of 
extended nuclear deterrence to its Gulf allies and partners might be viewed as acceptable, es-
pecially when paired with a continuing American military presence in countries such as Qatar, 
Bahrain, and Kuwait.116

Should Iran take its nuclear program to the point of provoking Saudi Arabia’s pursuit of 
its own nuclear weapons, and an American offer of extended nuclear deterrence is viewed as 
insufficient in Riyadh, Washington should be prudently postured to minimize the proliferation 
incentives that will be unleashed in the Middle East and the blowback into South Asia. It will 
be very difficult for America to deter a Pakistan-Saudi nuclear weapons arrangement through 
threats of punishment. Instead, Washington should tolerate the least destabilizing of the options 
available to these longstanding military partners. While firmly opposing Pakistani transfer of 
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nuclear weapons or missile delivery systems know-how or program development capabilities 
to Saudi Arabia, the American administration should accept the kind of transfer that would be 
least threatening to Israel, least likely to risk “me-too” nuclear weapons program acquisition by 
other oil-rich Arab nations, and least likely to generate Indian fears for its nuclear deterrent and 
accelerated interest in ABM development.

Adhering to these principles, the United States should grudgingly accept the temporary 
transfer of nuclear weapons deterrence capability from Pakistan to Saudi Arabia—provided 
from Pakistani locations, Saudi locations, or both. America should prefer that any physical 
transfer of capability be limited to aircraft delivery systems and be in small numbers. These 
features would be the least threatening to Israel in both the short and long term, reinforcing a 
long-standing Pakistani nuclear weapons posture imperative. The minimal attributes of such a 
transfer would also reduce the potential for Arab states such as Qatar, UAE, or Kuwait to pursue 
a similar deal, thereby being less provocative regionally, on the Subcontinent, and internation-
ally.117 

A final policy imperative is to realize that the delicate nature of U.S. efforts to temper the 
growing stability crisis in South Asia and the limited but important impact of Iranian nuclear 
weapons decisions on Mideast and South Asian nuclear proliferation incentives requires a pru-
dent assessment of both diplomatic access and military presence. As frustrating and provocative 
as Pakistan remains to the United States regarding Afghanistan, Islamic terrorist groups, and its 
robust nuclear weapons program, total isolation of Islamabad could push its elites into a corner 
from which they see risky behavior against India, or in support of Saudi Arabia versus Iran, as 
necessary. Much as residual American military and diplomatic presence in Afghanistan is im-
portant to hedge against an explosive Indo-Pakistani proxy war, the desirability of continuing 
American diplomatic and military access to Pakistan is prudent in informing Pakistani crisis 
management and proliferation decisions in a manner that does the least harm to regional and 
international stability.
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